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Power of simple narratives

Our contribution was to link drug overdoses,
suicides, and alcohol-related deaths, to note
that all were rising together, that together
they were afflicting mostly whites, and that,
among that group, the long fall in total
mortality had stopped or reversed. We also
chose the collective label “deaths of despair,”
which helped publicize the combined
epidemic and emphasize that it included more
than just drug overdose.

See Case and Deaton ( ) and Case and Deaton ( )2020 2015
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Is this narrative compelling?
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Artifact of selection?

Due to ‘deaths of
despair’?

Mechanisms?

Case and Deaton ( )2023
4

file:///Users/samharper/git/mortal/writing/mortal.html?print-pdf=#/references
file:///Users/samharper/git/mortal/writing/mortal.html?print-pdf=#/references


Mortality increases
largely confined to
bottom 10th
percentile of
education.

Selection bias likely
explains some of
the e25 gap

increase.

Novosad et al. ( ) See also Dowd and Hamoudi ( )2022 2014
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Limited evidence for ‘deaths of despair’
• Not aligned with cause-specific deaths

by race, age, and place.

• Weak spatial and temporal correlations
between drug, alcohol, and suicide
deaths.

• Declines in CVD also important for
mortality slowdowns.

• Opioid overdose deaths largely
responsible for trends.

Mehta et al. ( ) Harper et al. ( ) Simon and Masters ( ) Tilstra et al. ( )2020 2021 2021 2021
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Contributors to change in e0 2014-2017, by race and cause for men

Harper et al. ( )2021
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• Much faster increases in
opioid overdoses among
Blacks and American Indian
and Alaska Natives in recent
years.

• Cannot be chiefly explained
by the loss of economic
opportunities among NH
whites.

Source: Pew Research Center
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https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/01/19/recent-surge-in-u-s-drug-overdose-deaths-has-hit-black-men-the-hardest/ft_22-01-12_drugoverdoses_1/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/01/19/recent-surge-in-u-s-drug-overdose-deaths-has-hit-black-men-the-hardest/ft_22-01-12_drugoverdoses_1/


Geronimus et al. ( )2019
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CVD and cancers
now part of the
story?

Case and Deaton ( )2023
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What about despair?
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Consequences of vague narratives

Rising despair as fertile ground for abusive
self-soothing…

…broad consensus that [pain and despair]
have been increasing for decades…

…an ocean of pain and distress among less-
educated Americans

See Case and Deaton ( )2022
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Is this an
‘ocean’ of
pain?

Can it drive
up mortality?

Source: Author’s calculations of NHIS. See also Zajacova et al. ( ) and Cutler and Glaeser ( )2021 2021
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Similarly flat
for ‘A little
or some’
hopelessness.

Few
differences
by race.

Source: Author’s calculations of NHIS.
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What about disadvantage?
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We propose a preliminary but plausible story
in which cumulative disadvantage from one
birth cohort to the next—in the labor market,
in marriage and child outcomes, and in health
—is triggered by progressively worsening
labor market opportunities at the time of
entry for whites with low levels of education.

Case and Deaton ( )2017
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Unemployment gaps have remained largely consistent

Source: Federal Reserve Bank
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The college wage premium has declined
• Had risen since

early 1980s.

• Rapid growth at
bottom of wage
distribution
since 2012.

• Stronger for
those under
age 40.

Source: Autor et al. ( ). Also see Aeppli and Wilmers ( )2023 2022
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Parting thoughts
• Economic life is demonstrably worse for those

without a BA.

• Evidence linking the ‘tangle of pathologies’ still
limited.

• More recent work by CD reflects some listening
to critics.

• Excessive focus on narrative of ‘despair’ and
disadvantage draws attention away from other
important causes, interventions, and population
groups.
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Questions?
sam.harper@mcgill.ca
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